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In August 2014, environmentalists on the western Pacific coast celebrated a “green” victory, as
Oregon denied the Australian-based oil and coal company Ambre Energy’s permit application for a
coal export terminal, the Morrow Pacific project.[i] Through this operation, Ambre Energy
proposed to transport millions of tons of coal, from states such as Wyoming and Montana, down the
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The most obvious reason for the state’s denial of this permit stemmed from environmental concerns,
primarily protection of the tribal fisheries at the Port of Morrow.[iii] However, those involved in this
debate need to consider another underlying issue. In addition to making environmental arguments
regarding the denial of this permit, the economic concerns behind coal exportation are also
important to consider. The decreasing global demands for coal[iv] and the increase in other energy-
producing technologies, such as fracking[v], have significant consequences regarding the economics
of coal exportation. On the other hand, states involved in this proposal, particularly Wyoming, have
vast economic incentives due to an increased ability to compete in the global marketplace.[vi]
The global demand for U.S. coal has decreased since 2012, and there are estimates that this demand
will only continue to decrease.[vii] Countries, particularly those in Asia, are now turning to greener
energy alternatives, whereby decreasing the demand for fossil fuel imports from the United States.
[viii] For example, China is enforcing a government mandate to reduce “thermal coal imports this
year,” focusing instead on the country’s hydropower output technologies.[ix] This is important to
consider, specifically when Ambre Energy’s targeted markets for this terminal are primarily those in
Asia. However, on the other hand, despite the current decrease in global coal demand, the Port
Morrow Project would create a much-needed increase in infrastructure and jobs, with an estimated
3,100 jobs.[x]
While environmental concerns will continue to carry Oregon’s arguments against Ambre Energy’s
proposed coal export terminal, economic concerns might find their way into the debate. Wyoming
has recently appealed the denial of this permit application due to economic issues and a potential
Commerce Clause violation.[xi] However, Oregon dismissed this appeal due to a lack of standing,
claiming that Wyoming was unable to prove any adverse affect from this denial.[xii] Although
Wyoming was unable to succeed on this appeal, the debate over the proposed coal export terminal in
Oregon has simply just begun, and as such, economic concerns may soon take on a more prominent
role in this discussion.
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